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FROM THE BOOKSHELF #155 AUGUST 24, 1976 
ROGER LYONS 


"WORLD OF WONDERS" BY ROBERTSO! DAVIES" 


THE VOICE OF AMERICA BRINGS YOU NOW ANOTHER IN THE WEEKLY 
SERIES FROM THE BOOKSHELF -- A SERIES IN WHICH WE DISCUSS 
COOKS ANERICANS ARE READING. TODAY VOA'S BOOK EDITOR 
ROGER LYONS REPORTS ON "VIORLD OF WONDERS," A NOVEL BY 


ROCERTSON DAVIES, PUSLISHED BY VIKING PRESS. 


A HOVIE IS BEING HADE AT A CASTLE IN S'/ITZERLAND, DIRECTED 
CY THE GREAT S''EDISH HOVIE-HAKER, JURGEN LIND, WHO 
INEVITABLY CALLS TO MIND INGHAR BERGHAN. THE STAR IS THE 
INTERNATIONALLY FAHOUS MAGICIAN, MAGNUS EISENGRIM, WHO IN 
THE FILMI PLAYS THE PART OF A CELEBRATED ILLUSIONIST OF 

THE PAST. AFTER THE SHOOTI'IG SESSIONS, LIND, WITH THE 
PRODUCER, THE CAMERA MAN, THE MYSTERIOUS HOSTESS ~- OWNER 
OF THE CASTLE, AND THE HISTORIAN WHO IS THE NOVEL'S 
NARRATOR GET TOGETHER TO HEAR EISENGRIM TELL HIS EXTRA- 


ORDINARY LIFE STORY. THE START IS INTRIGUING: 


"] BEGAN TO LEARN CONJURING SERIOUSLY ON AUGUST 30, 1918. 
THAT WAS THE DAY I DESCENDED INTO HELL AND DIO NOT RISE 


AGAIt! FOR SEVEN YEARS." 


EISENGRIM, NEE PAUL DEMPSTER, AGE TEN, IS THE SON OF A 
SMALL~TOWN MINISTER. HE IS TEASED BY HIS SCHOOL-MATES 
ABOUT HIS MOTHER'S REPUTATION AS A FORHER PROSTITUTE. ONE 
DAY PAUL WANDERS INTO A FORDIDDEN VILLAGE FAIR. THERE HE 
PAYS FIVE CENTS TO SEE THE MAIN CARNIVAL ATTRACTION. 


WANLESS'S WORLD OF WONDESS. WILLARD THE WIZARD USES THE 
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CHILD'S FASCINATION WITH HIS ACT AS BAIT FOR AN ASSUALT, 

TO AVOID GETHG ARRESTED, WILLARD KIDNAPS PAUL AND THE BOY . 
SPENDS THE NEXT SEVEN YEARS AS PART OF THE SHO\!. PAUL'S 
JOB IS TO RUN THE NACHINERY OF ABDULLAH, A MONSTROUS, 

CRUDE \IOODEN AND PAPER MACHIE EFFIGY OF A CHINESE, SITTING 


ON TOP OF A CHEST. 


THIS GROTESQUE OBVECT, WHICH WILLARD IN HIS CARNIVAL 

PATTER TOUTS AS THE SCIENTIFIC MARVEL OF THE AGE, IS 
ACTUALLY A CARD=PLAYIINIG CONTRAPTION YIHOSE TRICKY MECHANISM 
THE BOY MANIPULATES liiStOc THE SMELLY INTERIOR OF THE CHEST. 
ABDULLAH INVARIACLY SUCCEEDS IN CHEATING ANY CUSTONER 

STUPID ENOUGH TO CHALLENGE THE AUTONATION. MAGHUS 


DESCRIBES HIS EXPERIENCE: 


",. WHEN IT WAS IN ABDULLAH, I WAS NOBODY. I WAS AN EXTENSION 
AND A MAGNIFICATION OF WILLARD; I WAS AN OPPONENT AND A 
DAFFLING MYSTERY TO THE RUSE CCOUNTRY DUPE); I WAS SOMETHING 
TO BE GAUKED AT, BUT QUICKLY FORGOTTEN, BY THE SPECTATORS. 
CUT AS PAUL DEHMPSTER I] DIO NOT EXIST. I HAD FOUND MY PLACE 


It) LIFE, AND IT \WWAS AS NOBODY." 


THE BOY PRACTICALLY LIVES IN THIS INFERNAL MACHIWE DURING 
THOSE CARNIVAL YEARS. WILLARD KEEPS HIM HIDDEN FROM THE 
WORLD AS MUCI4 AS HE CAN. PAUL'S FRIENDS, IF THEY CAN 

BE CALLED THAT, ARE FREAKS LIKE HAPPY HANNAH, THE FAT WOMAN; 
SONNY, THE STRONG MAN; THE KNIFE THROWER AND HIS WIFE; 
ZOVENE, THE MIDGET JUGGLER, AND THE CRININAL PERVERT 
TRICKSTER, WILLARD THE WIZARD. NONE OF THEM ARE VERY 


EDIFYING COLTACTS FOR AN ABANDONED CHILD. BUT PAUL DOES 
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EXCEPT FOR THE BIBLICAL TEACHINGS OF HIS FATHER, HE BECOMES 


TOUGH AND WISE IN THE WAYS OF THE WORLD. 


WHEN THE CARNIVAL FINALLY BREAKS UP, WILLARD AND PAUL ESCAPE 
TO EUROPE TO AVOID THE CANADIAN POLICE. AFTER MANY 
ADVENTURES, THE STAGE NANAGER OF THE LONDON THEATER TROUPE OF 
SIR JOHN TRESIZE, AN ACTOR OF THE OLD SCHOOL, NOTICES PAUL'S 
REMARKABLE RESENGLAIICE TO SIR JOHN, DESPITE HIS TATTERED 
CLOTHES AND COARSE DEHEAT!OR. SIR JOHN HIRES PAUL TO PLAY HIS 
DOUBLE AND PERFORM ON STAGE CERTAIN ACROBATICS THE AGING 


ACTOR CAN IH!10 LONGER IANAGEL. 


BY IDENTIFYING HIMSELF WITH SIR JOHN OFF AS WELL AS ON 
STAGE, PAUL GAINS A NE\! IDENTITY AND GRADUALLY BECONES 
NORE SELF-CONFIDENT. WHEN SIR JOHN DIES AND THE TROUPE 
BREAKS UP, PAUL'S LATENT GENIUS IS FINALLY ABLE TO EXPRESS 


ITSELF AND HIS CAREER AS THE GREAT MAGNUS EISENGRIN BEGINS. 


IT TURNS OUT THAT 


IN THE COURSE OF EISENGRINM'S STORY, 


SEVERAL OF THOSE SITTING IN ON THE SESSIONS HAVE PLAYED A 


ROLE FOR GOOD OR ILL IN MAGNUS'S LIFE. ALL OF WHICH ADDS 


A CS 


UP TO THE INTEREST OF THE BOOK. 


IN “WORLD OF WONDERS," ROBERTSON DAVIES, A MUCH-PRODUCED 


CANADIAN PLAYWRIGHT AS WELL AS A NOVELIST, HAS PUT TOGETHER 
AN EXTRAORDINARY AND COMPLEX NOVEL, FULL OF IRONIC WIT, 


MACABRE HULOR AND NOT A LITTLE SOPHISTICATEO WISDON,. | HE 


QO NEVER FALLS INTO CLICHES AND HE LOVES TO POKE FUN AT 


Pp CONVENTIONAL IDEAS. IN T:4I1S PASSAGE MAGNUS IS THE SPEAKER: 
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vorce | "cHtLoREN ARE A WISERACLE AUDIENCE FOR MAGIC; EVERYBODY 
0 als THEY ARE FOND OF MARVELS, BUT THEY ARE GENERALLY 
| LITERAL-ININDED LITTLE TOUGHS WHO ‘IANT TO KNOt! HOW EVERYTHING 
P IS DONE; THEY HAVE NOT YET ATTAINED THE SOPHISTICATION THAT 
TAKES PLEASURE IN BEING DECEIVEO...FOR A HAN OF MY CAPACITIES, 


WORKING FOR CHILDREt WAS DEGRADING; YOU MIGHT JUST AS WELL 


CONFRONT THEH WITH MENUHIT! PLAYING ‘POP GOES THE WEASEL.'!' 


EDITOR: It! ONE SCENE, MAGIIUS DESCRISES HIS FIRST ENCOUNTER WITH LIESL, 
THE OWNER OF THE CASTLE \IHERE THE FILIt IS BEING SHOT. SHE 
IS WATCHING HIM THROUGH A WINDO!' AS HE REPAIRS THE INTRICATE 
OLD TOYS SHE HAS SMASHED. MAGI!'US DESCRIBES HER AS "A VERY 
ODD CREATURE INDEED=--A SORT OF MONKEY." LIESL LOOKS LIKE 
THIS BECAUSE SHE IS THE VICTII OF A GLAMDULAR DISEASE. HE 
MAVES TO THE SUPPOSED MONKEY AND GRINS, AS ONE DOES AT HONKEYS. 
It! REPLY, LIESL JABS HER FIST THROUGH THE WINDOt!’ AND CURSES 
NAGIHUS FIERCELY Il! St!ISS DIALECT. LIESL INTERRUPTS MAGNUS'S 


STORY AT THIS POINT AND COMIENTS: 


VOICE: "HAVE YOU ANY IDEA YIHAT IS IS LIKE TO BE SPOKEN TO IN THE WAY 
PEOPLE SPEAK TO AN ANIIIAL? A FASCINATING EXPERIENCE. GIVES 
YOU QUITE A WHEW FEELING ABOUT ANIMALS. THEY DON'T KNOW WORDS, 
BUT THEY UNDERSTAND TONES. THE TONE PEOPLE USUALLY USE TO 
ANIMALS IS AFFECTIONATE, BUT IT HAS AN UNDERTONE OF "WHAT A 
FOOL YOU ARE.' I SUPPOSE AN ANITIIAL HAS TO MAKE UP ITS MIND 
WHETHER IT WILL PUT UP WITH THAT NONSENSE FOR THE FOOD AND 


SHELTER THAT GOES WITH IT, OR SHO!! THE SPEAKER \WHO'S BOSS." 


EDITOR: |DESPITE THIS INAUSPICIOUS ENCOUNTER, LIESL AND MAGNUS FALL 
\JIN LOVE. MAGNUS EVOKES A SENSE OF WONDER IN LIESL, NOT VERY 
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DIFFERENT FROM DESDEMONA'S FASCINATION WITH OTHELLO. LIESL 


SPEAKS OF THIS FEELI.!G: 


"VIE HAVE EDUCATED OURSELV:S INTO A WORLD FRO! WHICH WONDER, 
AND THE FEAR AND DREAD AND SPLENDOR AND FREEDOM OF WONDER 
HAVE BEEN BANISHED. OF COURSE, WONDER IS COSTLY. YOU 
COULDH*T INCORPORATE IT IIITO A MODERN STATE, BECAUSE IT IS 
THE ANTITHESIS OF THE ANXIOUSLY WORSHIPPED SECURITY WHICH 
IS WHAT THE MODERN STATE IS ASKED TO GIVE. \!ONDER IS 
MARVELOUS, GUT IT IS ALSO CRUEL, CRUEL, CRUEL. IT IS 


UNDEMOCRATIC, DISCRIMINATORY, AND PITILESS." 


"WORLD OF WONDERS’ IS A SUPERG COMPLETION OF ROBERTSON DAVIES' 
VIDELY ACCLAIMED TRILOGY WHICH HAS ITS ROOTS IN A SMALL 
CANADIAN TOW!, BUT WHICH RANGES THE UNIVERSE FROM THE REALMS 
OF HYTH, MAGIC AND DEPTH PSYCHOLOGY TO LOVE AND DEATH, GOD 


AND THE DEVIL, 


YOU HAVE BEEN LISTENI''G TO A DISCUSSION OF ROGERTSON DAVIES‘ 
LATEST HWOVEL, "WORLD OF tIONDERS."' AND NOW AN INVITATION TO 
JOIN US NEXT VEEK CAT THIS TIME) WHEN THE VOICE OF AMERICA 
BRINGS YOU ANOTHER REPORT ON ONE OF THE MANY BOOKS AMERICANS 
ARE CHOOSING FROLL THE BOOM SHELF, 
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